
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘He who wanted man to be sociable laid his finger on the axis of the globe and tilted it on the axis of 

the universe. From this slight movement I see a change in the surface of the earth, and the vocation of 

the human race decided: I hear in the distance the joyful cries of an intense multitude; I see the 

construction of palaces and cities..I see men gathered together at a few spots in their habitat in order 

to devour one another and to make a frightful desert of the rest of the world- a fitting monument to 

social union and the utility of the arts.’ 

 

(J. Rousseau, Essay on the origin of languages, 1781) 

 

 

The city evolves through acts of cannibalism. It devours itself, it’s citizens, it’s memory and it’s spaces 

in an effort to re-imagine it’s form. Through the 2012 Olympics much of East London has witnessed 

this refrain, epitomized by the regeneration of Hackney and the building of the Olympic park. A motto, 

disturbing in it’s military connotations, spells out the fate of what is to be ‘eaten’ and what is to replace 

it: Demolish, Dig, Design. Nevertheless the motto has no attention to specificity; what it demolishes, 

what it digs up and what it designs are beyond the scope of interest. The importance lays in the action: 

ever-ready, marching faster, rhythmically, for the aim of the capitalist metropolis to survive and remain 

competitive as an entity.  

 

Clays Lane Housing Co-operative was a fully mutual housing co-operative, established in 1947 to 

address the lack of housing for vulnerable single people in the east of London. It was initially funded 

by organisations including Newham Council and the University of East London. There were up to 500 

contractual tenants at the beginning, 450 after the flats were voted eligible for single person occupancy, 

who had to be single people aged between 18 and 59. Tenants were required to purchase a £1 share in 

order to become a member of the co-operative, which entitled them to attend and vote in the annual 

general meeting, to elect or stand for the management committee, participate in the co-operative’s 

affairs and receive its services. 

 

The Clays Lane estate consisted of an enclave of 57 shared houses in red or yellow brick (containing 

four, six or ten bedrooms) and 50 self-contained flats, all purpose built in 1977. A community centre 

(complete with shop, café, function hall, and training room), which also housed the housing office, was 

added in 1982. All of the co-operative's properties were located on one site in the London Borough of 

Newham, on the top of a small hill next to the Eastway Cycle Circuit (which had previously been the 

site of an old landfill site, the West Ham Tip). This provided views across Hackney Marshes and the 

Lee Valley. 

 

The estate was designed to engender a strong local community, and was frequently used to help people 

make re-entry into social life - its motto was "A community - not just a housing estate". The housing 

was arranged in ten courtyards, each of which held a monthly meeting to discuss issues that may have 

arisen, hear back from committee representatives (each courtyard elected a member to the management 



committee), find out the latest news and generally catch up with each other. The estate also had its own 

sports teams and program of activities and training. The estate was demolished in 2007 to make way 

for the site of the 2012 Olympics. 

 

The importance of this social experiment, the second in terms of size in Europe, is to be found in it’s 

attempt to establish a form of direct democracy and communal responsibility towards one another and 

towards the upkeep of the buildings, making it’s residents full stakeholders in the experience of Clays 

Lane. A radically different relationship to the city, a ‘state’ within a state, as a resident described it. 

Whatever the subjective ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ implications of such an experiment nothing remains to 

articulate and narrate it’s story. The Olympic Delivery Authority (ODA) has persistently attempted to 

portray an image of ‘fairness’ whilst it was attempting to erase the experience of Clays Lane both 

physically and metaphorically in the fastest and most effective manner possible.  Those who lived at 

Clays Lane were essentially treated as something that could be replaced and disposed of, relocated and 

dispersed, yet the violence of this action was masked though an impressive amount of data, of charts, 

of surveys and questionnaires which legitimized the eviction process and the erasure of this- however 

imperfect- collective memory.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 (Photograph by Sonja Nightingale) 

 

Gathering and re-elaborating material through participatory research and development with ex 

residents of the estate1, the aim is to engage with a past that the ODA has been striving to erase, and 

hide from public view. Putting into question both the rhetoric of ‘community’ withheld by Clays Lane- 

                                                
1 Hence the term ‘live’, a de-authoring of the original ordering and authoritative function of the archive, from the 
Greek arkhe. 



the frictions that arise in it’s wake- and the rhetoric of regeneration that is key to the image of the 

ODA, the project seeks to visualize the incompatibility and rupture between the language of 

beaurocracy and experience.  

 

An initial layout of the show will be formed of a 3 minute video piece, in collaboration with Julian 

Cheyne, narrating the history of Clay’s Lane in the form of a fiction, a wall piece in collaboration with 

John Sole, who will display his hand-drawn collection of architectural drawings of the site, and a 

selection of photographs, video footage and paraphernalia in collaboration with Mike Wells. These 

pieces will be interweaved with works which are based on the language used in the Compulsory 

Purchase Order, official ODA publicity material, Fluid Survey and Inspector’s Report, material which 

was used to evict the residents of the estate.  

 

(Diagram from the Executive Summary of the ODA Fluid Survey) 

 

The visual register and language used to evict, to render an urban area part of the corporate future of a 

city and to erase a past deemed unimportant, is in strong contraposition to the visual register of the 

archive, in it’s attempt to salvage and give specific form to that very past. In this very rupture lies the 

mechanism that allows us to comprehend the distance between an experience of utopia and the city yet 

to come. Though the ‘urbanalisation’ and homogenisation brought by the Olympics with it’s bulldozing 

of the past only one goal is achieved: historic urban amnesia, and social anaesthesia. Erasing any trace 

of conflict means to obliterate the genesis of space. 


